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SIR ROBERT JAMES JOHNSTONE, B.A., M.B., F.R.C.S.ENG.
IT is with profound regret that we have to record the death of Sir Robert John-
stone, at Newcastle, Co. Down, after a relatively short and trying illness. It is
impossible in one short article to recapitulate the scope and extent of his many
activities, and a brief summary must suffice. Seldom has it been granted to one
man to achieve so many distinctions, and to adorn so many high offices. A
Classical and Medical graduate of the Queen's University, he occupied the chair of
Gynaecology for seventeen years. A member of the Senate, he represented his
Alma Mater on the General Medical Council and the Dental Board. He has also
been a Member of Parliament as representative of the University since 1921, and,
at the time of his death, was President of the Queen's University Graduates'
Association. It was only this year that the Senate decided to confer upon him
the degree of LL.D. (honoris cauisa), the conferring of which unfortunately had to
be postponed owing to his illness. His professional career was mainly devoted to
his work as member of staff of the Royal Victoria Hospital from 1903 to 1937,
though he was also deeply interested in the welfare of the Royal Maternity Hospital,
which he served first as member of staff and later as chairman of the Committee of
Management. He was a Founder Fellow of the British College of Obstetrics and
Gynaecology, and acted on its Council. In 1936 he presided with his customary
ability at the tenth British Congress of Obstetrics and Gynaecology, which was
held in Belfast. He was a member of the British Medical Association for over
forty years, serving as secretary and then as president of the North of Ireland
Branch, and he finally received the highest honour in the gift of the Association
in being elected president for the annual meeting in Belfast in 1937. His masterly
conduct in the chair during that most successful meeting, is still fresh in the
minds of us all.
The welfare of the Ulster Medical Society found in him an ardent supporter.
He was a member for almost forty years, and he occupied the presidential chair
in 1922-1923. There was no one who took a more practical interest in the success
of the Society, and he was a regular attender at the fortnightly meetings. He
was always prepared to undertake any duty, even at short notice, and he was
equally obliging and efficient in proposing a toast at the annual dinner, which he
rarely missed, or in gracefully moving a vote of thanks to a visiting speaker. His
distinguished services to the medical profession and the Society were fittingly
recognised last autumn, when the Council recommended, and the Society unani-
mously approved, that he be elected an Honorary Fellow of the Ulster Medical
Society, a rare and greatly coveted honour. To the great regret of the president
and members of the Society, he was prevented by an important engagement in
London from being present at the annual dinner in February to receive his
honorary fellowship in person. Few men have been endowed with so many and
varied talents, and few have ever made better use of them. He had a rare gift
for extempore speech, and his remarks embodied wisdom, lucidity, humour, and
brevity. He was the author of many admirable scientific papers and some excellent
48free verse. He was strictly honest in his thought and speech, and he detested
sham and artificiality. His approach to every problem was logical; his apprecia-
tion of its merits or demerits was always fair, and he could admirably assess its
value to the profession and the community.
He went straight to the heart of a written document, stripping it of its redundant
verbiage, and exposing the essentials. His outlook was broad, and sane and
sympathetic, and he could decide an issue, even where his personal interests were
concerned, with complete impartiality. He was endowed with an all-embracing
tolerance, not only in his dealings with his fellows, but in his general outlook on
affairs. He was never guilty of any unkind word to a colleague, nor of a mean
action.
His classical training had taught him the value and beauty of the simple things
of life. He loved the country, a view of sunshine and shadow on a mountain-side,
the roar of a mountain torrent in its rush to the sea, or the compelling beauty of
a sunset after rain. He possessed an admirable self-control. Yet beneath a calm
and unruffled exterior lay a lovable and simple personality, grateful for the
affection and goodwill of his friends, and pleased by little acts of kindness and
consideration.
It was in the ward kitchen, at the dinner-table, or round the fireside that his
personality was most effectively revealed, and no one who was privileged to meet
him on these occasions could fail to appreciate the natural charm, the spontaneous
humour, the essential simplicity, and the inherent greatness of the man. He was
generous to a degree, and his deep sympathy with those in suffering and distress
was expressed not only in personal service, but in financial support for every good
cause. He had a genius for hospitality,, and a happy facility for putting his
guests completely at their ease. He was at home in any company and could
entertain complete strangers as successfully as his best friends. He rose to every
emergency, as to his last, with unflinching courage and fortitude.
To Lady Johnstone, who shared so fully in all his interests and with whom he
had enjoyed an ideally happy life, the deep sympathy of the president, fellows, and
members of the Ulster Medical Society is affectionately tendered.
Sir Robert was to have had the degree of LL.D. honoris causa of Queen's
University, Belfast, conferred upon him last July, but illness prevented him from
presenting himself at the ceremony. On that occasion Professor Montrose, Dean
of the Faculty of Law, had proposed to say :
"Sir Robert Johnstone's life has been dedicated, to a great extent, to the
solution of problems of maternity, but it presents his biographer with the problem
of deciding his academic paternity, for he was a graduate of Arts as well as of
Medicine. The biographer may well consider that Sir Robert's dignified bearing,
serene temper, and judicial mind proclaims him to be by nature a son of the
classics, his love of which has been shown by continued reading throughout his
busy career, and by the building up of his excellent library. By vocation Sir
Robert has been to medicine a good and faithful servant, as witness his manifold
labours for his pupils, his profession, and his patients. A mere catalogue of his
49activities is sufficient to indicate the magnitude of his achievement. At Queen's
he has been demonstrator, lecturer, professor, and was chosen by his colleagues as
their representative in the Senate and on the General Medical Council. By the
members of his profession he was elected President of the Ulster Medical Society
and Chairman of the Irish Medical Society. He has also held the high office of
President of the British Medical Association. He has devoted much effort and
thought to the work of hospitals, and as Honorary Gynaecologist to the Royal
Victoria Hospital was indeed the obstetrix to the Royal Maternity Hospital, whose
new buildings have been appropriately named after him. To the advance of medical
knowledge he has contributed many articles in the learned journals. In the public
life of Ulster he has played a prominent part: he has been member of the Northern
Ireland Parliament for Queen's since 1921; he was a member of the Lynn Committee
on Education, and since 1924 he has been Chairman of the Committee on Local
Government and Public Health. In recognition of his services in so many fields
he has been knighted by His Majesty.
"We do honour to-day to this proud record, which has brought distinction to
Queen's and to Northern Ireland. But it is also fitting, on this occasion where
the array of academic costume blazes over our fellowship of learning,. to say how
beloved a member of that community is our Emeritus Professor. You, my Lord
Chancellor, are about to cause to be inscribed in the roll of Honorary Doctors of
Law the name of Sir Robert James Johnstone. May I say that he possesses
qualities of character which have inscribed 'R.J.' on the hearts of his colleagues."
NEW OPERATING-THEATRES IN THE
MATER INFIRMORUM HOSPITAL, BELFAST
A new operating-block has been added to the Mater Infirmorum Hospital, Belfast.
This is a two-storey building with two theatres and a sterilising-room situated on
the ground floor. The walls of the theatres are finished with a pale green tile,
rising to an ivory frieze and ceiling, the whole blending harmoniously with a
green tinted terrazzo floor. Wash-basins with the latest mixing valves are fitted
for the surgeons' use. The operating-tables and other theatre equipment are made
of stainless steel. Lighting is through large bay-windows, into which is fitted a
triplicate glass, providing the maximum reflection of daylight. Artificial lighting
is by shadowless electric lamps, which are fitted with a dual supply from the
mains and from a battery, so that if during an operation the mains current fails,
the battery will function instantaneously. Ventilation is principally by electric
suction.
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